Abstract
Introduction
Importance of human resources has been changing significantly through history. Sustainable economic growth was initially based on the dominant role of natural factors and physical labor. During the industrial expansion, the most important factors of production were real and financial capital. Due to the technological developments achieved in the twentieth century the so called "weightless economy" became dominant factor for generating value added. Growth in importance of such an economy today is not visible only in the service sector. Modern agriculture and industry increasingly depend on knowledge and skills. Technological development has made manual labor, material capital, as well as natural and financial resources gradually lose on their importance. In a society where the economy is based on knowledge as a backbone of comparative advantage, a key factor of the production is a group of intangible factors. They include knowledge, skills and work culture, which are gaining greater market value over time (Zubovic et al., 2008) . Growing impact of knowledge-based economy during last two decades has significantly fostered the importance of human resources, both on micro and macro level. According to Awang et al. (2010) "the competitiveness of nation and companies in the knowledge-based economy today lies more on their knowledge and intellectual capital than on other resources".
The concept of sustainable development based on new growth theory which relies on the applied knowledge originates from the nineties of the 20 th century. According to that concept the knowledge can be more or less economically efficient. In the knowledge based economy, textbook knowledge the is not the basis of success, but the ability to solve problems, to generate and implement innovation and to cooperate with others. The knowledge economy became a popular topic for research worldwide. Several studies indicate its significance and serve as a basis for providing national strategies for promotion of sustainable growth. The knowledge economy has proven to be the basis for sustainable development of European Union since the Lisbon Agenda. In the knowledge based economies human resources are viewed as one of the generators of success on both micro and macro level. (De la Fuente, Ciccone, 2002).
In this paper we are striving to expand and extend research on this issue by introducing new element in the research -analysis of HR practices impact on business results by industry sectors. Empirically we focus on meat processing industry in which we expect to confirm that higher levels of HR practices measured by HR index result in improved business indicators achieved in the following years. By means of an analysis in the meat processing industry in Serbia, the research focused on evaluation of relations between (positive) business results and investments in human resources. In the second part we give review of some theoretical arguments regarding the paper hypothesis. The third part presents the facts about the sustainability of Serbian industry in general. The fourth part of the paper presents the methodology used, while in the fifth part we deliver the results and discussion of the results from the empirical survey. The paper closes with the conclusion on the results achieved.
Theoretical Background
According to Stacey (2001) human capital and intangible assets create intellectual capital. Both can be measured by valid quantitative methods. In such a way we can derive an index of intellectual capital, which includes not only the number of hours spent in training, or the number of patents made, but the extent of such utilization capacity of the company in the business process. This approach allows the computation of accurate indicators of potential business growth in the future.
As noted above, in accordance with De la Fuente and Ciccone (2002) human resources and human capital are viewed as the core generators of success both on micro and macro level in the knowledge based economies. The concept of Human Capital Index has been applied on macro level in the case of Pakistan, Bulgaria and Colombia in order to confirm importance of human resources in developing economies (Mubarik et al., 2014; Ene, 2012; Montoya, 2013) .
Some authors have confirmed relationship between specific elements of HR practices with positive business results, for example in Darwish et al. (2013) where the authors found that training have strong positive impact on assets and return on equity.
Focusing on the micro level, one of the first models named the "Human Capital Index -HCI" was created by Watson Wyatt Worldwide Research (2012). The HCI has emerged as a result of the research practices of human resources in 750 organizations in the USA and Europe. In the analysis, Watson Wyatt Worldwide Research allocated 47% of the market value growth in analyzed companies to intangible components of human resources which include system of rewards and responsibilities, collegial and flexible workplace, excellent policy of recruitment and retention, integrity of communications and focused HR technology. The study shows that firms with low level of HCI have achieved an average 21% return on investment, firms with an average HCI have made 39% return, while firms with a high HCI achieved 64% on return.
Growing number of companies are aware that their sustainable growth in the competitive market is closely related to the level of human capital of their employees. What is paradoxical is that while the organizations are aware of the importance of human resources, corporate investments in human resources (such as basic skills, quality of training and lifelong education) are rarely evaluated since they are not familiar with the benefit of such investments. That is especially the case in some developing countries of Eastern Europe and Russia, where the roots of the planned economy and Soviet-era heritage in human resource management are still influential (Denisova Schmidt, 2011). It is common for accounting/ finance departments in organizations to thoroughly monitor and evaluate investment in assets, research & development, while investment in human resources is rarely found in the financial statements. No matter how good the external environment is, according to Done and Domazet (2011) it is very important to focus on people with their knowledge and skills. Domazet, 2013) have shown that strategically planned investments in human capital continuously create higher skilled, more innovative, productive and loyal employees, hence providing the organization with a sustainable competitive advantage over their less progressive competitors. Investments in human capital generate both short term and long term benefits that will provide more skilled and productive employees, as well as improve their loyalty and ethics. For example according to Chasovskaya (2010) , the loyalty of employees is one of the most important factors that improve company's efficiency, since such employees produce goods of better quality, learn new technologies quicker, and are more tolerant to changes. Tkachenko and Ardichvili (2013) suggest that training can yield to both individual-and organizational-level benefits and generate substantial gains in productivity, profitability, and stock performance. Both loyalty and training of an employee are responsibility of HR departments which are a component of HR index, explained later in the text. Greer (2006) emphasizes that human resources should be viewed as an investment perspective. According to Bassi and McMurrer (1999) , business environment with no sufficient information in the investments in human capital and not adequately evaluated leads to at least three outcomes: some of the investments in human resources are ineffective; it is difficult to distinguish good from poor investments; due to inability to evaluate the effects of investments in human resources financial markets neglect the importance of such investments. At the micro level some studies have evaluated the effectiveness of human capital investments in a specific company in order to confirm its feasibility (Kwon, Rupp, 2013) .
Information on the investments in human resources is often not available; therefore it is difficult to evaluate their effectiveness. That makes investors resistant to appreciate such investments, even if they are profitable, especially in the long run. Despite such resistance, application of improved scientific methodology in this field in recent decades has brought some positive impact. Findings in this paper will certainly be added to knowledge database which should lead to higher appreciation of investments in HR.
Due to a fact that data about the level of investment in human resources and the quality of HR departments in companies operating in Serbia is not available, the aim of this paper is to provide alternative method of obtaining such information. It includes comparison of the results and correlation tests among individual variables composing the Index of Human Resources (HR Index). For that purpose there has been used a questionnaire to generate nine variables that are correlated with company business results (such as change in assets value, profitability, ROA and changes in employment). Such an approach provides more in-depth results than the research conducted by Cranet (2008) . Novelty is based on an assumption that the effectiveness of investments in development of human capital differs among business sectors in the one country's economy. To a certain extent Theriou and Chatzoglou (2014) have disaggregated economy by applying three sectors' division and identified that manufacturing firms with good HR practices tend to achieve higher performance indicators. Similarly Katou and Budgwar (2012) have conducted a research in service sector companies and proved that companies pursuing improved HR practices achieve superior organization performance. In our paper the results achieved from the meat processing industry are compared with the survey conducted in the financial sector (Zubović et al., 2011) , which opened the way for continued research in other sectors that needs to be pursued in the future. However it was necessary to conduct a research in a more labour oriented industry, in order to test the assumption that there is significant difference in HR Index among different sectors.
Legal and Empirical facts on Sustainability of Serbian Economy
Despite the fact that transition in Serbia was officially initiated in 2000, only in 2007 there was adopted the final version of the National Strategy for Sustainable Development for the period 2008-2017 (Government of Serbia, 2008). The strategy, among others, comprises the analysis of the strengths and opportunities on the one hand and weaknesses and threats on the other hand for sustainable development of Serbian economy until year 2017. It further states that sustainable economic development should enable continuous long term growth that will be based primarily on knowledge, information, people, education and the quality of the relationship between people and institutions rather than on the excessive use of natural resources. Apparently such an economy requires high levels of human capital, human resources and their organization in the companies (Government of Serbia, 2008). Achieving sustainable development in Serbia will be based on adaptation and application of the principles prevailing in the European Union, which rely on increased competitiveness based on knowledge, innovation and entrepreneurship.
Among the Strategy's advantages there have been noted skilled labor force and the growth of the private sector. Weaknesses that are observed are related to slow privatization process, insufficient Greenfield investments, continued brain-drain, very low share of expenditure on education and science, and adverse socio-economic situation of young people. The opportunities that are observed in the Strategy include, among others: the completion of the privatization process, growing reliance on knowledge based economy and increasing public-private partnerships, while threats to successful sustainable development are the rise of unemployment, poverty, debt and slow economic growth, unfavorable demographic trends, and the possible absence of political will to implement legal reforms. Having a look on the Strategy from the perspective of nearly ten years one can observe that mostly all elements of the SWOT have been properly detected. Strengths shown in the form of skilled labour force accompanied with growing importance of knowledge based economy have proved to be successful factors needed for sustainable growth. According to Nikolić and Zubović (2013) as a result of harsh structural changes in transition period there have been recorded poor economic results in Serbian economy at the global level. However, in 2012 meat processing industry recorded above average results and achieved 17% growth as compared to 2000.
Serbian economy currently functions on the basis of generally unfavorable economic structure, given the natural and financial resources, technology and labour. All of these resources are relatively scarce. The limitation partly stems from the relatively weak natural, technological and financial basis. Serbia with less than eight million people and a gross domestic product of just above € 30 billion does not represent a significant market with large economic potential, observed on global or European level. Despite such poor data from the general environment, the use of appropriate development strategies could significantly improve relatively poor position compared to the reference countries in transition, especially those from Southeastern Europe. The progress in the next phase of development of the Serbian society, state and economy must not be short termed and unpredictable. It is necessary to provide conditions for the sustainable development of the economy based on knowledge which will lead to an increase in the group of key economic indicators such as GDP growth, employment, foreign trade, competitiveness, exports, investment and standards of the population. Subić and as-ć and asand associates (2013) confirmed that Serbian agro-food industry achieved sustainable growth and that market economy and market principles certainly had an impact on that sector. For this reason, in this paper, the authors have attempted to generate so-called HR Index (HRI), which should simplify the evaluation of all these elements and confirm their impact on the sustainable growth of companies operating in the meat processing sector that is a significant component of the agro-food industry.
Methodology
In order to confirm the objective of the paper the research has been conducted in the Serbian meat processing industry. The methodology used in this study is an improvement of (2008) gives metadata on research conducted in 39 countries using the standardized questionnaire. Results obtained from the survey are used for comparison of data from a sample with the average of all companies operating in the same economic sector. Comparisons are made on productivity, level of innovation, quality of service, profitability and stock prices in the stock market.
Some authors (for example Griliches, 1997 ) present research and detailed methodology of meta-data on 6.685 companies from 26 countries. However these researches have been conducted on the sample of all companies in the target country regardless of the business sector. In this paper we assume that HR index and correlations significantly differ among business sectors, hence resulting in the need to divide research results by business sectors. Zubović et al. (2011) have tested two-way correlations between HR Index and company business results in the financial sector. Meat processing industry is a reliable business sector for comparison with the financial sector for some similarities and differences among them. As the most important similarity we want to emphasize the fact that small number of companies in both sectors has a relatively significant share in total value of assets. Among the differences, the following could be underlined as the most important: technical and technological practices conducted on daily basis in business activities, having in mind that one sector is labour-oriented and other is service-oriented; structure of employees according to level of education, required abilities and skills (higher level of education is more presented in financial sector); share of foreign capital in the sectors is significantly higher in financial sector. Hence comparison of results in financial sector with those obtained in this paper would certainly bring about important implications.
A survey containing 24 questions, divided into nine groups of questions was used to generate HR Index. Scores obtained in nine groups will be used as nine observed variables (Variables) in econometric testing. Results from the competed questionnaires were coded in the following way:
• Total of 24 questions are grouped in nine groups of questions to compose nine variables (column 1, Table 1 ); • Responses to each question are assigned maximum values of 0.5, 1 or 2, depending on the importance of the question; • Different number of questions is assigned to 9 variables (columns 2-4, Table 1 A survey in the form of the questionnaire was completed by ten enterprises belonging to the population. Randomness of the sample was achieved by distributing the questionnaires to all 54 companies that belong to large/medium companies according to their number of employees, as well as to 50 (out of total 372) small companies. Questionnaires were completed by eight large/medium and two small companies. Despite the small response rate, the size of the sample is satisfactory because according to official statistical data the sample covers over 15% of the total population by three indicators (number of employees, assets values and turnover). The value of assets of the sampled companies create around 21% share of total assets of the population in 2010, over 23% of total turnover and employ 20% of all labour force (see Table 2 ). Moreover, we have to note that nearly 90% of companies in population belong to category of small companies which according to official statistical data generate less than 10% in total employment and assets values. Data gathered from the survey was accompanied with official financial statements obtained from the Serbian Business Registers Agency.
Data collected from the survey were used for correlation tests in order to confirm existence of correlation between HR index and its components with business results. Correlation was tested using Pearson correlation and Spearman's correlation coefficient (SCC), indicating the degree of variability in quantitative relations of two random variables. Correlation coefficients were calculated using a standard software package for statistical analysis of SPSS data for two different correlations test. Spearman coefficient is more applicable in the absence of normal distribution of data and a small sample size of less than 30, so we will predominantly focus on these results. Even though Pearson coefficient might not be appropriate for tests on small sample, we have included it in order to verify the quality of the results. Since the results in both tests showed nearly the same values we recommend for any future analysis not to use both tests, but to rely solely on SCC. Finally the regression analysis has been introduced with a goal to confirm the achieved results.
Results and Discussion

HR Index
According to data shown in Annex (Table 12) , companies from this sector participated in 2010 with 6.4% in total Agriculture and Agro-food industry, employing around 11.5% of total workers and generating around 7.6% of total turnover within total agriculture and agro-food industry (see Figures 1-3) . Using the model of HR Index presented in Table 1 , HR Indices have been calculated for sampled companies (Table 2 ). Bottom row in Table 2 shows data from the research conducted by Zubović et al. (2011) in Serbian financial industry. Therefore we are able to compare results in two different industries in Serbia in the same points of time (last 2 rows, Table 2 ). Column 1 shows the results related to company size. Column 2 contains scores related to HR procedures in the company (named Training policy) -existence of normative acts for relationship with employees; amounts invested in training and development; time spent for training and the process of career development. Column 3 lists the results from the set of questions analyzing the quality of the system for proper definition of training needs. The fourth column indicates the highest number of index points, and it is linked to the quality of human resources department in the company. There are major differences among companies that will significantly affect the subsequent correlation analysis. In the following column the questions regarding internal recruitment in the company are grouped. Column 6 shows the percentage of employees younger than 45 years of age. Questions related to labor unions are shown in column 7. The variable represented as manual workers in column 8, in fact, shows the percentage of employees who work as manual labour. The last column shows the synthesized HR index.
Values of HR Index range between 2.9 and 15.5 points, with an average score of 7.7 points (out of maximum 20 points). This range of HR index values, with large variations, provides good basis for application of Spearman correlation coefficients, as it will be discussed later.
The last two rows in Table 2 indicate average results of the surveys conducted in two different business sectors, namely meat processing industry and financial sector. As one of the purposes of this study was to show a significant difference in HR Index among different sectors, the results show that financial sector achieved has much higher scores in all groups of questions, except for unions. Therefore, our hypothesis that research needs to be conducted independently in different business sectors is proven.
Index Correlation Testing
The survey results are used in correlation tests. In the first test we have used both Pearson and Spearman coefficients. The goal of the first test is to verify that there is no full correlation among variables. In that way it can be assured that results obtained could be used in regression analysis that can be conducted in the future after completion of research in several business sectors. A test on correlation was conducted between nine variables used to create HR Index (Table 3) . We have set the hypotheses as follows:
The Null hypothesis H 0 is: There is no full correlation between any of the variables which comprise the HR Index.
The Alterative hypothesis H 1 is: There is a full correlation between some of the variables which comprise the HR Index. Based on data presented in Table 3 it is possible to conclude that there is not a large number of significant correlation relationships among the variables that make up the HR index, except for the variable Training Policy being significantly correlated to three out of eight other variables. However, since there is no full correlation we will not exclude this variable from further analysis. The variable Quality of HR department is also significantly correlated to three other variables, but only at 0,05 level. Hence, it will not be excluded from the second testing.
In order to explore internal consistency of data used in Table 2 we have conducted Cronbach's alpha test (α cronbach ). Results are given in Table 4 . Value of α cronbach of 0,775 assures acceptable reliability of the model. In this way, it has been confirmed that above named nine variables used for the HR index do not have a significant impact on one another and that there is no danger of not being able to distinguish the impact of each variable. We can conclude that the HR index is able to deliver sustainable and robust results in the next part of the research.
Correlation of HR Index and business results
Performance The Null hypothesis H 2 is: There is a significant one way correlation of selected variables of business results on HR Index and its components in the selected companies.
The Alternative Hypothesis H 3 is: There is a significant two-way correlation of selected variables of business results and HR Index in the selected companies.
In this test we have included additional variables from the sample companies' financial statements (Table 5 ). This analysis was done using only Spearman coefficient, due to lack of normal distribution. The goal was to test correlation of selected business results with HR index and/or its components. In order to be able to test the set hypothesis we have included data on change in assets values for two time segments (2011 vs. 2010 and 2010 vs. 2009 ).
In Table 5 one may find some specific data on ten companies from the sample: In the correlation test, we have analyzed the influence of business results of the selected companies to change in observed variables and in HR index in general on one hand (by observing the change in Assets values in the years preceding HRI), and the opposite direction, on the other hand (by observing the change in assets in the next year). We will do the same with business data from 2009, 2010 and 2011, and the variables creating HR Index from the mid 2011 (the time the survey was conducted). Using selected data from tables 2, 3 and 4 enables us to complete the second correlation analysis that will lead to most important conclusions (see Table 6 ) in order to test the hypothesis H 2 .
Data presented in Table 6 show some significant correlations. We can distinguish the following significant correlations: At first, we should focus on correlations 3-5. We find them not to be very important, but still necessary to be explained. These three statistically significant correlations can be placed in a tripartite relationship. Since the variable Age, as noted in explanation of Table 2 , represents the share of employees younger than 45, it is to conclude that higher share of younger employees enables more job openings. That is because younger people, as a rule, have lower wages, which leads to higher profit margins for the owners. Since this industry is highly labor oriented, and skills needed are not very advanced, if profit margin is high, owners will employ more people in order to increase profit levels. The explanation may be the fact that firms which have in one fiscal year allocated significant resources to increase their assets sought the reduction of investments that should be aimed at increasing the quality of HR services. However the correlation becomes positive when comparing results to the next fiscal year. This means that there is a significant impact of improved quality of HR department to growth in company assets. Another two components of the HR Index are positively correlated to assets value in the next year.
Therefore it is not surprise to see that the HR Index is positively correlated to change in assets value in the next year. Most significantly, this study proved there is no correlation between business performance in 2010/2009 and the level of HR Index in 2011, confirming hypothesis H 2 and rejecting the hypothesis H 3 . In this way we have confirmed that planned strategic investments in human resources and policies of human resources developed training are not result of good business results in previous years, and that improved quality of the components creating HR Index will result in better business performance.
At the end by using results from correlation analysis it is possible to conduct two regression analyses. In the first one we shall use three variables (Training policy, Training needs and Quality of HR department) which have shown a significant positive correlation with the change in Assets value 2011/10. Three variables are used as predictors and change in assets is used as a dependent variable. Results are shown in Tables 7 and 8 . Despite the fact that R2 value is very high, regression should not be accepted since the significance (Table 8) is not acceptable. For that reason the second regression is conducted by using only the HR Index as a predictor with Change in assets remaining the dependent variable (Tables 9 and 10 ). In order to test significance of overall regression, we consider relevant F test (testing the null that all regression coefficients are equal to zero vs. alternative that at least one is different than zero). It is lower than standard level of 5% level of significance, confirming that explanatory power of overall regression is significant (Table 11) .
From the table 9 we may see that the value of R 2 is at high level confirming that HR Index may explain 66.5% of the variance of change in assets value in the following year. In table 10 we may observe that coefficients are statistically significant and therefore it is possible to construct regression formula which tells us that each point change in HRI value would lead to 6.8% increase in assets value of the company in the following year, as: As+1 = -39,36% + 6,863%*HRI
Where the following represent:
As+1-Change in Assets value in the following year HRI-HR Index In this way we have shown there is a need for creation of an index instead of using individual variables to predict changes in most important business results which is the assets value of the company. 
Conclusions
Main goal of the paper which was to confirm that sustainability in business can be achieved by improving quality of human resources and its organization in the company has been tested in meat processing industry in Serbia. The initial assumption tested was that if any correlation exists between business results and the level of human capital, positive business result does not tend to increase the level of HR Index but quite the opposite. The research, which tested results in companies that create over 20% of the assets of the whole sector, has shown that the level of established HR Index, being researched for years by several authors and, adapted to the environment of the economy without the continuous measurement and evaluation of investments in human resources, is not a consequence of good business results. We have demonstrated that the relationship may only be one-way, which means that growth of HR Index does not result from an increase in assets (and other business indicators). However, the correlation proven may be present only in the direction of HRI towards the business results. Therefore, it has been confirmed that in spite of inadequate levels of measurement data on human resources investment, with the help of research conducted worldwide on the basis of econometric models, it is possible to apply this kind of research that directly connect basic research with practical indicators of the economy. The results of this study should be used for further research to be conducted in other business sectors and in different countries of the Western Balkans and beyond.
Shortcomings in this study may exist due to small total number of employees in the MPI sector of only around 12,000 employees according to SBRS data. Moreover it is possible that some companies are unintentionally omitted from the research due to the classification methodology, since they might predominantly operate in one but statistically belong to other sector. Source: SBRS, 2012.
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